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Floodplain/floodway

485 acres could be treated

Former Duke Diet and 
Fitness Center Site
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Existing property

9 Acres

Existing Greenway Trail

Failing 8’ X 10’ Arch 
Culvert

100-year Floodplain
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Proposed Wetland and Potential Amenities

Viewing areas 
with seating
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For Immediate Release: June 13, 2012

Public Input Sought on Durham’s South Ellerbe Wetland Concept Plan
Public Meetings Set to Discuss Proposed Stormwater Wetland at Former Duke Diet and 

Fitness Center

DURHAM, N.C. — Durham residents interested in the proposed South Ellerbe Creek wetland 

concept plan at the former Duke Diet and Fitness Center should plan to attend one of several 

public information meetings to provide feedback.

The public is encouraged to attend any of the following public meetings to ask questions and 

learn more about the proposed concept plan. A presentation will be given at the beginning of 

each meeting:

 Tuesday, June 26 at 7 p.m. — InterNeighborhood Council Meeting, City of Durham 

Neighborhood Improvement Services Department, Golden Belt Building 2, 3rd Floor 

Conference Room, 807 E. Main St., Durham

 Thursday, July 12 at 6:30 p.m. — Durham City Hall, Second Floor Committee Room, 101 

City Hall Plaza, Durham

 Tuesday, August 7 at 7 p.m. — North Regional Library Meeting Room, 221 Milton Rd., 

Durham

The City’s South Ellerbe Wetland Concept Plan proposes changing the former Duke Diet and 

Fitness Center site into a constructed wetland, which is located along the creek tributary and 

greenway trail. The concept plan proposes redirecting the tributary of South Ellerbe Creek into a 

newly constructed wetland. The proposed wetland would include a shallow marsh, deep marsh, 

and deep pool areas with a variety of native vegetation. 

Public Outreach
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Public Outreach

12 12 
MEETINGS 

250 
PEOPLE
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Public Outreach Materials
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“Dear Ms. Wilbur,
I would like to endorse the 

concept for the wetlands. ” 
“I hope you'll continue to 
educate the residents and that 
the project will move forward.”

New plan for Duke Diet & 
Fitness Center 
1 day 10 hrs ago | 3066 views | 0 | 6 | |
By Ray Gronberg, gronberg@heraldsun.com; 419-6648

DURHAM – A building city officials once eyed buying so they could turn it into a community center could 
instead wind up being acquired so they can knock it down and use the property for an anti-pollution 
effort.

Public Works Department engineer last week briefed City Council members on their idea for the former 
Duke Diet & Fitness Center on West Trinity Avenue.

They’re interested in the site because the anti-pollution regulations state regulators approved late in 
2010 to protect Falls Lake – Raleigh’s only source of drinking water – are forcing them to look for places 
to install artificial wetlands to filter runoff.

The Diet & Fitness property is ideally placed to filter runoff that comes from a 485-acre swathe of 
central Durham that runs from Duke’s East Campus all the way to City Hall, stormwater engineer Sandra 
Wilbur told council members.

Using it could save the city both the effort and money it would take to do “15 to 25 separate projects” to 
accomplish the same pollution reduction, Wilbur said, estimating the project could shave $7 million to 
$20 million off the city’s compliance costs.

That’s despite an upfront price tag City Manager Tom Bonfield said later would run to about $7.8 
million.

Council members were interested, but made sure to tell administrators they should spend the summer 
briefing neighborhood groups and gathering comment on the proposal.

“If we move forward with this, we’re going to have to make a really good case because there are a lot of 
people with ideas for usage of this building,” Councilman Eugene Brown said.

Bonfield’s predecessor, former City Manager Patrick Baker, had in fact proposed buying the facility in 
the mid-2000s. He envisioned converting it into a community center, to capitalize on the swimming pool 
Duke had installed inside.

But Bonfield soon after taking office in the summerof 2008 basically canceled that deal, arguing that the 
city couldn’t afford to operate another community center.

The city was already building a new community center less than a mile away, off Club Boulevard in the 
Walltown neighborhood. That facility has since opened. It has a gym, but lacks a pool. There’s been talk 
of someday equipping it with one.

EmailsNewspaper

Supportive 
Organizations
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Wetland plan gets skeptical 
reception 

BY JIM WISE, jwise@newsobserver.com

To sell the public on the wisdom of turning the old Duke Diet and 
Fitness site into a pollution-controling wetland, the City Council 
told stormwater engineers they’d have to make a really good case.

They were right. When city engineers made their pitch to the 
InterNeighborhood Council in June, they faced questions and 
skepticism.

“You want to store all that nasty water right next to 
neighborhoods?” said Peter Katz of Old North Durham.

“What else might be feasible?” said Philip Azar of Trinity Park.

“Explain the science behind it,” said Chloe Palenchar of Old East 

Published: May 22, 2012 07:00 PM
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City to make case for Trinity 
Avenue wetland 
  
By Jim Wise, jwise@newsobserver.com

A wetland in place of the vacant Diet and Fitness Center on Trinity Avenue could save Durham taxpayers 
millions in stormwater cleanup costs, but City Council members gave the idea a cautious reception last 
week.

“If we move forward with this we’re going to have to make a really good case,” said Councilman Eugene 
Brown, “because there are a lot of people who have ideas for uses for this building.”

Built as a YMCA in 1955, the 20,000-square foot Diet and Fitness building has a swimming pool, 
gymnasium, kitchen and dining space and meeting rooms. Duke University moved its Diet and Fitness 
Center to new quarters in 2008, and the building has been vacant since then.

A number of neighbors advocate using the building for a recreation and community center, and the city 
seriously considered buying it for a while. 

Rob Shoaf of the Triangle Regional Film Commission said the building could be a motion-picture studio 
(See sidebar on page A).

But the building stands at the edge of a 9.1-acre tract of floodplain that could serve as a filter for 485 
acres of highly developed downtown and Trinity Park real estate. An engineering study suggests a 
stormwater-cleansing marsh there could save the city anywhere from $7 million to $20 million in 
expenses to comply with new federal and state water-quality regulations. 

Installing an effective wetland, though, requires demolishing the old building. Even though the study 
recommends including attractive plants and landscaping to make the wetland look like a park, 
convincing the public that that’s the thing to do may not be easy, said Councilman Mike Woodard.

“It’s really critical for us if we want to move forward that we have dialogue with community groups,” 
Woodard said. The District 2 Partners Against Crime “had a lot of concerns, the adjoining 
neighborhoods. ... There’s a perception they’re losing the potential for something.”

Downtown Durham Inc. has pushed the wetland project, and the city’s stormwater-control engineers 
have investigated its feasibility for about a year. City Manager Tom Bonfield plans to dispatch city 
personnel out around town to talk up the wetland and its benefits over the summer.

“Not just pretty pictures,” he said. “It’s (about) understanding all the pieces.” 

Once public comment is taken, council members will decide what to do this fall.

Environmental 
Affairs Board
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Public Outreach Process

Most Common Issues:

1. What other uses is the City considering for the 
site?

2. Can the building be saved?
3. What community amenities will be provided in 

the design?
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Project Feasibility UPDATES

• Soil 
boring 
results 
indicate 
depth of 
bedrock is 
adequate

• Pre-Application meeting with USACE and NCDENR did 
not raise any red flags
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Identification of site Feasibility Study Presentation to 
Council Public Input

Presentation to 
Council

Decision Point: 
Move Project 

Forward?

Start Consultant 
Selection Process

Bring Consultant 
Contract to Council 

for Approval

Design and Public 
Input Process

Permitting
1-2 years

Land Acquisition
Construction

1.5-2 years

As-Built/Acceptance Maintenance

Next Steps Proposed Process

We Are Here


